The role of television in cultivating the values of pluralism and cultural diversity in children by Gladkova A. A.
Psychology in Russia: State of the Art
Volume 6, Issue 1, 2013
Lomonosov
Moscow State
University
Russian
Psychological
Society
ISSN 2074-6857 (Print) / ISSN 2307-2202 (Online)
©  Lomonosov Moscow State University, 2013
©  Russian Psychological Society, 2013
doi: 10.11621/pir.2013.0113
http://psychologyinrussia.com
The role of television in cultivating the values of pluralism 
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This article examines the influence of the mass media and in particular television on the 
development of the values of pluralism and cultural diversity in children. The role of 
television is quite important in forming positive attitudes toward cultural, ethnic, and 
other groups and in inculcating an adequate perception of social reality and tolerant, 
multicultural awareness. The article also analyzes the functions and principles of public 
broadcasting, among which diversity of programming is one of the most significant.
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Today pluralism and cultural diversity are becoming basic values of public com-
munication. People living in the globalized world learn that freedom of speech, 
freedom of expression, pluralism, cultural and linguistic diversity, and tolerance 
toward other views and value systems have turned into the new norms of society 
(Jandt, 2010). One should not underestimate the role of these values both in a gen-
eral sense—in the political and cultural life of the country—and in a more precise 
one—in cultivating individual characteristics in a person who is being brought up 
in this environment. To be able to perform successfully in globalized space and to 
communicate effectively with people belonging to diverse cultural, religious, and 
ethnic groups, one should develop multicultural awareness, tolerance, and appro-
priate behavior; eliminate cultural bias; and create positive multicultural attitudes 
(Sadokhin, 2010). In this respect the role of the mass media in the modern world is 
becoming increasingly important. Because we are nowadays surrounded by ubiq-
uitous media, both traditional and new ones, and because we can take an active 
part in creating the media landscape ourselves simply by capturing an image and 
uploading it onto social networks or sites like YouTube, it seems essential to real-
ize the effects the media have on us and, in particular, to understand the role of 
the media in constructing our set of values. Can media help individuals get rid of 
their prejudices and negative attitudes toward cultural minorities? Can they enable 
people to develop tolerance and prevent them from participating in the ethnic and 
cultural tensions in society? These questions definitely need to be considered. The role of television in cultivating the values of pluralism…    139
To begin, the process of a person’s development and the formation of individual 
character traits have been analyzed in a wide range of psychological and sociologi-
cal studies. Among the researchers particularly interested in exploring the influence 
the mass media have on the cultivation of the values and preferences of the audience, 
George Gerbner and his colleagues from the Annenberg School of Communication 
should definitely be mentioned. They introduced the well-known cultivation the-
ory, which describes the long-term effects of television programming on viewers’ 
attitudes, beliefs, value systems, and perceptions of reality. Studies conducted by 
Gerbner and his colleagues showed that television programs tend to misrepresent 
real life, particularly in their portrayal of the level of violence and of occupation 
and sex roles, race, and ethnicity (Carlson, 1993). The research demonstrated that 
the attitudes and behavior of heavy television viewers—those whose cultural life is 
monopolized by television and who absorb the television image of life and society 
from infancy on—undergo significant changes: such viewers more often than those 
who view television less frequently appear to have the wrong perception of social 
reality, are more supportive of mainstream opinions, and demonstrate intolerance 
toward other points of view (Media Education Foundation, 2005).
Although cultivation theory was criticized for a number of reasons, includ-
ing the importance of a specific type of program in the cultivation process, the 
strength of the relationships between television viewing and perceptions of social 
reality and opinions, and the impact of television programming on a diverse audi-
ence, one should not underrate the role of television and other media in modern 
life. The globalization of information space, the rapid development of information 
and communication technologies employed by the mass media, and other factors 
have turned television and the Internet into the most powerful factors that have 
an impact on the views and standpoints of individuals as well as on collective 
subjects. 
Although in many cases children and teenagers can indeed be classified as 
heavy viewers (those who watch television 4+ hours a day), one should take into 
account that television and other mass media are just one factor that can, for in-
stance, lead to an increase in the level of violence of viewers or make them react in 
a certain way. Psychologist Albert Bandura, who suggested the term modeling in 
his social cognitive theory, underlines that children learn many social behaviors 
by observing others. So heavy exposure to television characters who succeed by 
behaving in aggressive, violent, or stereotypical ways, according to this theory, may 
encourage children to use similar strategies in their own lives. The same conclu-
sion may apply to the modeling of specific judgments, morality, and sets of values 
(Bandura, 1989). 
Similar ideas are expressed in script theories, which explain television’s in-
fluence on the development of children’s knowledge and beliefs about the world. 
Based on their experiences of real and media events, children build representations 
of what to expect in certain situations or of certain people. In turn, these expecta-
tions may guide their behaviors.
Still, numerous researchers have proved that heavy viewing of violent televi-
sion is only one contributor to the development of aggressive behavior and is most 
likely to affect children who are prone to aggressive behavior for other reasons (for 
example, children from families or cultures in which aggression is an acceptable 140    A. A. Gladkova 
response to conflict). I propose a different idea: while watching television programs 
or surfing Internet pages that contain acts of violence, gender and ethnic stereo-
types, or different kinds of discrimination, individuals require the setting of real-
ity, and the images viewed on television or on the Internet gradually construct a 
complicated picture of the world in their minds. The images of victims, aggressors, 
women used as sexual objects, or ethnic minorities treated as outsiders contribute 
to the construction of a specific system of values and beliefs. This system may later 
on be realized in a set of actions in real life, or it may not if other factors, such as 
family, education, and social environment, have a more significant influence on a 
person’s development.
Still, the role of the media in forming the perceptions and attitudes of the audi-
ence remains strong. By filtering information for further dissemination through 
media channels, journalists perform the function of “gatekeepers” and set the daily 
agenda for media users (Shoemaker, 1991; Vartanova, 2012). Thus, they also can 
be considered moderators of our everyday media reality: by choosing particular 
events for coverage in the news, journalists contribute to the setting of reality and 
to the values and viewpoints that are being constructed in the public’s mind. Obvi-
ously, the responsibility of media professionals in this sense is exceedingly high. For 
this reason journalists, when covering events involving different cultural, religious, 
or ethnic groups, should refer to the theme of universal values and present all the 
materials in an adequate context (Zinchenko, 2009). Otherwise individuals may 
lack developed tolerance, ideas about democracy, and standards for conducting 
productive negotiations with people from other social or cultural groups. These 
deficiencies, in turn, may result in ethnic and cultural conflicts in society and in 
aggressive behavior in individuals. 
In regard to aggression being affected by certain influences, research conducted 
by Glebov and Arakelov (2010) was aimed at studying the impact of a number of 
factors on the dynamics of children’s aggression and teenage criminality. The re-
searchers found that the control group of teenagers, who had harmonious relations 
in their families and a developed set of moral values, including tolerance of others 
and preference for nonviolent ways of solving problems, demonstrated a normal 
level of aggression. The study thus proved that a set of cultural and moral values to 
a large extent contributes to the dynamics of aggression and affects the weight of 
the consequences of teenage offences. Thus, developing moral values in children, 
including multicultural awareness and the understanding that there is not only one 
valid way to live, is obviously of much importance today. 
Another aspect that needs to be considered is teaching children the well-known 
concept that “all men are created equal” and that all people should be respected re-
gardless of their ethnicity, cultural background, or social status. It is evident, how-
ever, that broadcasting nowadays does not always follow the famous principle sug-
gested by Thomas Jefferson. Interesting research carried out in the United States 
compared the number of times black and white characters appear on U.S. television 
and the related contexts. The study showed that African Americans represent 11% 
of the characters on television, which is close to their real numbers in the United 
States, and that they are usually portrayed as healthy, wealthy, and successful per-
sons (Media Education Foundation, 2005). This result probably makes viewers be-
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of pluralism and tolerance are fully supported in American society. However, when 
African Americans appear in the news on U.S. television, they have twice the chance 
of any other person to appear in connection with crime, violence, and drugs, and 
they are portrayed as having negative characteristics and being in vulnerable posi-
tions (Media Education Foundation, 2005). Moreover, black and white people on 
television are usually shown separately, which perhaps makes heavy viewers sup-
port segregation because it makes them believe that people of different skin colors 
should live separately from each other. Thus, the perception of African Americans 
on television is quite contradictory. The idea of conducting similar research in Rus-
sia is interesting. The way cultural or ethnic minorities are portrayed in television 
programs—either as successful persons or as outsiders—most likely contributes to 
the construction of the values and attitudes of Russian children.
Obviously, one of key tasks today is making sure media policy is oriented to-
ward promoting values of pluralism and cultural diversity in both media outlets and 
media content. Programming in this case is expected to be diverse in its source and 
in its intended audience. In the United States and in the United Kingdom, enthusi-
asts point to the role of public broadcasting in providing children’s programming, 
cultural programming, and programs for specific groups that the market fails to 
provide (Goodman & Price, 2008). The Public Broadcasting Act, signed into law in 
the United States in 1967, emphasizes the need to “encourage the development of 
programming that … addresses the needs of unserved and underserved audiences, 
particularly children and minorities” (Goodman & Price, 2008). One possible way 
to achieve this goal is through diversity of media ownership and diversity of financ-
ing, which involves private donations. Diverse funding sources and diverse owner-
ship of media outlets secure a “diversity of voice” (Napoli, 1999, 2001)—for example, 
variety in program genres, standpoints, views, and orientations. For an individual, 
having access to a wide range of programs containing information about different 
cultural, ethnic, and linguistic groups and their activities is essential because such 
programming contributes to the formation of a multisided perspective on reality.
In Europe, the key idea expressed by the Council of Europe in its recommen-
dations on media concentration and pluralism is that in a democratic and open 
society an individual is entitled to opportunities for both accessing and impart-
ing information; these opportunities are in accordance with the rights afforded 
through the Convention on Human Rights and, more specifically, by Article 10 
of the Convention (Ward, 2005). Therefore, a number of policy objectives arise as 
prerequisites for democratic communication; these objectives include the right to 
a plurality of information from a number of sources and the right to have access 
to a range of diverse and high-quality information. Taking these objectives into ac-
count, one can reasonably say that in European countries public television plays a 
crucial role in the audiovisual market. 
In this respect, the UK public broadcaster, the BBC, clearly demonstrates in 
its programming diversified content and respect for the values of tolerance and 
individual freedom. This content is clearly reflected in the BBC’s Everyone Has a 
Story: Diversity Strategy 2011–2015 (BBC, 2011a) and its annual report, Telling Our 
Story: Equality Information Report 2011 (BBC, 2011b), along with other initiatives 
of the broadcaster and various other media companies, including those from the 
independent sector. Among the objectives and priorities stated in the BBC’s official 142    A. A. Gladkova 
documents are to deliver high-quality programming that reflects modern Britain 
accurately and authentically, to achieve systematic and consistent consideration of 
equality and diversity, and to advance equal opportunities to diversify and develop 
the workforce at all levels to reflect the audiences (BBC, 2011b). 
Besides, as is underlined in the BBC’s annual reports, one of fundamental du-
ties of the company is to remain impartial: to take no position on any issue and 
instead to reflect reality, to provide multifaceted approaches to life, and to create 
multisided images of people. Among the programs that follow these obligations are 
Life of Muhammad (BBC Two), Love Me, Love My Face (BBC Three), So What If My 
Baby Is Born Like Me? (BBC Three), Small Teen, Bigger World (BBC Three), New 
Tricks (BBC One), Torchwood (BBC One), and Stonewall’s Broadcast of the Year, 
World’s Worst Place to Be Gay (BBC Three).
On April 17, 2012, a decree creating public television in Russia was signed. A 
few months later, on September 13, 2012, a charter for public television was ad-
opted, and on September 17, 2012, this charter was officially registered at the Rus-
sian Ministry of Justice. Then, on October 4, 2012, a public council headed by Oleg 
Tabakov was created, and a supervisory council was appointed. The new channel 
is set to go on air in May 2013. One of the fundamental principles of public televi-
sion is its complete independence from political parties, and one of its key tasks is 
securing independence in production and pluralism in content. 
The future of public television in Russia looks challenging. Because it will be 
expected to follow the principles of universality of service, cultural and intellec-
tual enrichment, provision for minority audiences, editorial independence, and so 
forth, it will certainly play an important role in the development of civic society 
in Russia. Other essential functions of public television are mobilizing society and 
contributing to the creation of national identity. In this regard diversity of program-
ming addressed to various cultural, ethnic, and linguistic minorities is indisputably 
important: if public television secures those interests and if the opinions of these 
groups are relevantly represented in the public sphere, citizens will acquire ade-
quate perceptions of such minorities, their values and attitudes. As a consequence, 
tensions in society may be gradually lowered, and a tolerant attitude toward other 
members of society may be developed. At the present moment it is difficult to say 
what the future of public television in Russia will be because it will certainly face a 
lot of problems in its relationships with the state, audience, broadcasting services, 
and other entities. But the principle of diversity it will follow is going to make pub-
lic television an important factor in promoting the values of pluralism and toler-
ance in Russian society.
As we have seen, the mass media and in particular television may influence 
children’s development in a variety of ways. Two broad areas for consideration are 
the effects on children’s cognitive development and the effects on children’s social 
development and relationships with others. Among the social effects the construc-
tion of positive attitudes toward other cultural and ethnic groups is important. Be-
cause, at this time, pluralism and tolerance are gaining the status of new norms, and 
effective communication in the globalized society is becoming impossible without 
tolerance and multicultural awareness, children should be raised in an environ-
ment that tells them that there is not just one valid way to live and that there is no 
absolute right and absolute wrong. The role of television in cultivating the values of pluralism…    143
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